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ABSTRACT 
 
This study investigated the effects of a six-month course in speed reading in three areas of reading 
proficiency development: 1) general reading comprehension, 2) knowledge of high-frequency 
vocabulary, and 3) reading-rate and accuracy. The participants (N = 105) were Japanese students 
studying English as a foreign language in Grade 10 at a Japanese private senior high school, 
randomly assigned to an experimental group (n =51) which received the speed reading treatment, 
and a control group (n =54) which received supplementary activities focused on high-frequency 
vocabulary development. The findings indicated that both the experimental and control groups 
made significant improvements in general reading comprehension. However, there was no 
significant difference between the experimental group (M = 14.27, SD = 4.01) and the control 
group (M = 14.31, SD = 4.07); t (103) = -.051, p= .959. Both the experimental group (M = 1.29, 
SD = 2.52) and the control group (M = 1.35, SD = 2.49) increased their knowledge of high-
frequency vocabulary. However, again there was no significant difference between the 
experimental group (M = 25.78, SD = 2.96) and the control group M = 25.61, SD = 2.24; t (103) 
= -.337, p= .737. In terms of reading-rate development, the findings indicated a significant 
increase (M = 47, SD = 41.99) t (50) = 8.01, p < .0005. Finally, while higher levels of general 
reading comprehension and high reading speeds were correlated, the relationship was small, 
r=.19, n = 51. The range of findings emerging from this current study adds weight to the existing 
research and goes beyond those conducted in the Japanese context to date. One of the important 
questions these findings raise relates to the greater influence that other variables, such as lexico-
grammatical knowledge, might have on the development of reading comprehension at this level of 
language proficiency.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
eading is perhaps one of the most intensively researched areas in language learning. Over the past 
few decades, various attempts have been made to synthesise this research into „models‟ of reading 
that aim to explain “what reading involves, and… how reading works” (Grabe, 2009, p. 83). One 
such model describes the development of reading proficiency in a foreign language as consisting of three general 
areas: word recognition, fluency (reading rate), and problem-solving comprehension ability (Carver, 1992, as cited 
in Alderson, 2003). Expanding on this definition, Grabe (2009) offers the following six components of reading 
proficiency: 1) word recognition and knowledge of vocabulary, 2) grammatical knowledge, 3) discourse structure 
knowledge, 4) metacognitive knowledge, 5) content/world knowledge, and 6) cognitive ability (inference, synthesis, 
and evaluation). 
R 
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However, in the Japanese EFL context, research has shown that for the vast majority of senior high school 
students, English reading has long been limited to translating passages word by word into Japanese, parsing 
sentences, and then reordering the text to conform to the Japanese language system (e.g., Gorsuch, 1999; Januzzi, 
1994; Law, 1994; Yoshida, Fujita, Watanabe, Mori, Suzuki, & Osada, 2004; Yoshida, Negishi, Watanabe, 
Naganuma, & Benesse, 2004). This approach to reading is concerned primarily with developing discrete-point 
knowledge of language and is characterized predominantly by the use of grammar-translation methodology (Guest, 
2000). While the role of grammatical knowledge, the second component of Grabe‟s (2009) model of reading 
presented above, is no doubt an essential element in the process of learning to read, the treatment of linguistic 
structure alone is not conducive to the development of other key areas of reading proficiency, including word 
recognition and knowledge of vocabulary, both of which are essential to the development of reading fluency.  
 
Perhaps in an effort to promote a more balanced approach to reading instruction, recent changes to the 
Japanese national curriculum for English (the Course of Study 2009 for Foreign Language, hereinafter, COS 2009) 
emphasize the role of reading “rapidly” (MEXT, 2009, p. 16) and developing a sufficient command of vocabulary to 
enable “guessing at the meaning of unknown words” (p. 17-18). But despite these changes to the curriculum, there is 
little cause for optimism that these changes will have a significant impact on the way reading is taught. One factor—
of many—that Japanese teachers of English have frequently cited as an impediment to their adoption of policy-
oriented teaching is a lack of classroom and curricular time resulting from the need to prepare students for university 
entrance examinations which they believe to contain mostly grammar and translation questions (e.g., Cook, 2009; 
Gorsuch, 2001; O‟Donnell, 2005; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004; Underwood, 2011; Underwood & Hattori, 2011). Few 
studies in Japan have investigated the degree to which activities devoted to developing rapid reading could be 
effectively incorporated into the senior high school curricula (cf. Atkins, 2009; Crawford, 2008; Utsu, 2004, 2005 
for research at the university level) or the potential benefits of these activities on general reading comprehension.  
 
This study describes one initiative to integrate a speed reading program into a normal reading course at the 
senior high school level. The article examines specifically the impact that a course in speed reading might have on 
three areas of reading proficiency: 1) general reading comprehension, 2) knowledge of high-frequency vocabulary, 
and 3) reading-rate development.  
 
BACKGROUND  
 
The Role Of Word Recognition And Vocabulary Knowledge In Reading Fluency 
 
Alderson (2003) defines serial models of reading as bottom-up approaches “where the reader begins with 
the printed word, recognises graphic stimuli, decodes them to sound, and recognises words and decodes meanings” 
(p. 16). In other words, both word recognition (i.e., orthographic and phonological knowledge) and subsequent 
decoding of its meaning (i.e., vocabulary knowledge) are necessary components in reading comprehension. Indeed, 
Grabe (2009) states that a recurrent theme throughout the various models of reading is that vocabulary knowledge 
and automaticity in word recognition has important instructional implications for the development of reading 
comprehension. 
 
In relation to the first point, vocabulary knowledge, Alderson (2003) states that 
 
measures of readers’ vocabulary knowledge routinely correlate highly with measures of reading comprehension, 
and are often, indeed, the single best predictor of text comprehension… Research by Laufer (1989) and Liu and 
Nation (1985) shows that readers need to know 95% of the words in text to gain adequate comprehension and to be 
able to guess unknown words from context. (pp. 35-36) 
 
 Similarly, Koda (2005) observes that 
 
to understand written texts, learners must have adequate vocabulary, but to build adequate vocabulary, they 
must have sufficient reading ability to use context [in the absence of other devices] as a clue to new words. 
The prevalent instructional approach is to equip learners with a core of vocabulary of roughly 2000 high-
frequency words in the target language. (pp. 35-36) 
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Koda is referring here to West‟s (1953) General Service List which consists of 2000 of the most high-
frequency words in the English language. The significance of this corpus has been confirmed by numerous empirical 
studies. Nation (2001) in his exhaustive treatment of learning vocabulary in a foreign language shows that across a 
variety of text types (conversational, fiction, news, and academic) coverage of this list accounts for between 80-90% 
according to the text type.  
 
Other research has also demonstrated that L2 readers with automatic recognition of the most common 
English words exhibit a higher level of reading comprehension (Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Pressley, 1998) since less 
time is spent decoding individual words and working memory can be devoted to higher order processing of texts. In 
relation to the second point above, word recognition, and developing automaticity is important for Japanese EFL 
students whose first language orthography and phonology differs significantly from that of the English language. 
Segalowitz, Poulsen, and Komoda (1991) showed that even for advanced second language learners, the reading 
process could be slow and difficult, a finding which they concluded was related to poor word-recognition skills 
rather than a deficiency in knowledge of vocabulary. Alderson (2003) suggests that a lack of such automaticity 
could consume the necessary resources required to engage in higher level reading processes such as understanding 
the propositional value of a text, integrating new information with background knowledge, or making inferences—in 
other words, general reading comprehension.  
 
The Role Of Reading Fluency In The Japanese Senior High School Context 
 
The preceding discussion highlights how two factors, word recognition and knowledge of vocabulary, are 
central in determining the fluency with which a student can read. Wolf and Katzir-Cohen (2001) define reading 
fluency as the “level of accuracy and rate where decoding is relatively effortless… and where attention can be 
allocated to comprehension” (p. 219). While there are several approaches that have been suggested to facilitate such 
development, namely extensive reading, repeated reading, and speed reading (see Crawford, 2008, for a discussion 
of these approaches in the Japanese and first language, L1, contexts), this current paper will confine its discussion to 
the role of speed reading. This classroom activity is intended to improve reading rate (fluency) while maintaining a 
high level of comprehension (accuracy) by developing automatic word-recognition skills and consolidating 
knowledge of vocabulary. This could certainly be beneficial for preparing students for university entrance 
examinations. Despite many Japanese teachers‟ frequent claims to the contrary (refer to the Introduction), recent 
empirical research suggests (Seki et al., 2011; Underwood, 2011, 2010) many entrance exams in Japan now require 
a broad range of reading and cognitive abilities skills to demonstrate accurate comprehension of a substantial 
amount of text in a limited period of time.  
 
The importance of reading fluency to the development of general reading proficiency is now highlighted in 
changes to Japan‟s national curriculum for English, the COS 2009. The following extract is taken from the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology‟s (hereinafter, MEXT) Communication English 2, four-
skills general English course, which states students should develop proficiency in “reading explanations, critiques, 
stories and essays rapidly or intensively depending on reading goals…[and] utilizing background knowledge and 
guessing at the meanings of unknown words when listening and reading” (MEXT, 2009, pp. 16-18, authors‟ 
translation). 
 
While this is not the only reference in the COS 2009 as to how reading should be taught, the first part 
indicates a clear focus on reading fluency in terms of reading rate. This is further illustrated later in the curriculum 
document by MEXT‟s detailed and explicit reference to the activity of „speed reading‟ (MEXT, 2009, p. 61). The 
second part of the extract above implies the importance of a sufficient knowledge of high-frequency vocabulary in 
order for students to deduce from context the meaning of unknown vocabulary. While MEXT has suggested 
significant increases in the number of words that students are expected to learn across all of its new English courses 
(MEXT, 2009, p. 92), the basis for the selection of this vocabulary has not been specified. Nonetheless, as the 
discussion in The Role of Word Recognition and Vocabulary Knowledge in Reading Fluency section suggested, in 
relation to the amount and nature of vocabulary necessary to understand words from context, it is clear that 
knowledge of high-frequency vocabulary and word recognition are central in the lower processes of reading 
comprehension, and development of this knowledge and ability should be encouraged in the classroom. It might also 
be hypothesized, then, that under timed conditions, the reading of texts controlled for high-frequency vocabulary can 
lead to greater automatic recognition and increases in general reading comprehension.  
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Research Purpose And Questions 
 
As indicated in the introduction of this paper, this study sought to investigate the impact that a course in 
speed reading might have on three areas of reading proficiency:  1) general reading comprehension, 2) knowledge of 
high-frequency vocabulary, and 3) reading-rate development. It also sought to establish the degree to which a 
specified amount and duration of speed reading could be effectively integrated (effectively defined in terms of 
student improvement) into a normal course of reading instruction at the senior high school level in Japan. In this 
way it attempted to understand the extent to which the new COS 2009‟s objective for reading fluency might be 
achievable at the classroom level. Accordingly, the following research questions were posed: 
 
1. Do students who receive speed reading instruction improve their general reading comprehension more than 
students who do not receive such instruction?  
2. Do students who receive speed reading instruction improve their knowledge of high-frequency vocabulary 
more than students who receive only vocabulary instruction? 
3. Do students who receive speed reading instruction improve their reading rate while maintaining accuracy in 
comprehension? 
4. Is there a correlation between general reading comprehension and reading speed?  
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Participants And Sampling 
 
Participants were Japanese senior high school first-year (Grade 10) students (N=105) studying at a private 
school in a central location in Tokyo. The school is ranked as slightly below average in terms of its standardised 
rank score (hensachi in Japanese), which in Japan is used to rank schools according to the difficulty of their entrance 
examinations. A comprehensive sample of students was selected for participation in the study. (By enrolling in the 
English course, they were considered to have self-selected themselves for the study.) Participants were randomly 
assigned to an experimental group, n=51, and a control group, n= 54. To help reduce sample bias and further ensure 
that the sample was representative of the population of senior high school students (thereby providing external 
validity), all returnee and particularly advanced level students were assigned (as per normal) to the advanced English 
class, and they did not participate in the research.  
 
The teachers participating in the study (N =4) were all non-Japanese nationals who spoke English as their 
first language. Two of the teachers in the study were novice teachers who were new to the school that year but had 
some experience working in other schools. The other two were senior teachers who had been teaching in the school 
for two years. All teachers were familiar with speed reading activities and high-frequency vocabulary study. Table 1 
provides details on the assignment of participants and teachers to groups. 
 
 
 
The researchers were not participant teachers in the study, but two of them were teaching at the school, one 
of whom, the lead researcher, was responsible for overseeing the weekly management of the study. 
 
 
Table 1: An Overview of Participants and Teachers to Control and Experimental Groups 
Control and Experimental Groups  Teachers (N =4) No. of Students (N=105) 
Experimental 1 Novice A 18 
Experimental 2 Novice B 17 
Experimental 3 Senior A 16 
Control 1 Novice A 15 
Control 2 Novice B 13 
Control 3 Senior B 26 
Note. Novice teachers A and B represent the same teachers, that is, they taught in both the control and experimental groups; 
Senior teacher A taught in only the experimental group and senior teacher B taught in only the control group. 
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Materials 
 
The course textbook for the experimental group was Reading for Speed and Fluency, 1 (Nation & 
Malarcher, 2007). The book comprises eight units of study, starting with vocabulary previewing exercises that are 
designed to activate schema and provide background knowledge and preview content-specific vocabulary that is not 
contained in West‟s (1953) General Service List 2000 (hereinafter, GSL), which was referred to previously. Each of 
the eight units contains five thematic readings of approximately 300 words. The frequency of vocabulary in the 
readings is between 87-96% GSL 1-1000, 2-8% GSL 1000-2000, 1-5% Academic Word List (hereinafter, AWL; 
Coxhead, 2000), and 1-7% comprising off-list words, that is words not in the GSL. The GSL 2000 and AWL 
frequency of the vocabulary contained in the questions is also above 90 percent. Five multiple-choice questions (3 
options) follow each reading and focus broadly on main ideas, details, and occasionally the understanding of 
vocabulary from context. The control group was provided with West‟s (1953) GSL 1000 word list, upon which 
classroom activities were based.  
 
The Research Design And Variables 
 
The dependent variable was general reading ability and the independent variable was a speed reading 
treatment. The participants were divided into an experimental and control group, each group consisting of three 
classes. The experimental group received the speed reading treatment, and the control group received a 
supplementary vocabulary treatment. This was intended to strengthen the design by ensuring that both groups were 
receiving equal exposure to high-frequency vocabulary, and, therefore, any gains made by the experimental group 
might be more easily attributed to the effect of speed reading (P. Nation, personal communication, January 28, 
2008). Thus, the design appeared as  
 
Experimental:  A + B, where A represents the experimental group and B the speed-reading treatment. 
 
Control:  A + C, where A represents the control group and C the supplementary vocabulary treatment. 
 
Other Variables 
 
Numerous variables were identified as potential threats to the research. Two intervening variables were 
identified as student learning styles and extra-curricular learning and study. For the most part, the remaining 
variables were controlled and are as follows: 
 
 Returnee Or And Advanced-Level Students:  The effects of this intervening variable were controlled by 
removing these students from the research. 
 Prior Reading Achievement:  The effect of this moderator variable was controlled via the comprehensive 
self-selected and random nature of the sampling. 
 Reading Threshold:  An analysis of vocabulary contained in two of the three most popular junior high school 
textbooks at the time this study was conducted (New Crown 3 and New Horizon 3) indicated that these 
textbooks provide students with approximately 87% coverage of West‟s (1953) GSL 1000 and about 4% of 
the GSL 2000 list. The Flesch Reading Ease level is approximately 73% and the Flesch-Kincaid grade-level 
is approximately Grade 5. Recalling the level of Reading for Speed and Fluency 1 described in the Materials 
section, it can be see that the levels are comparable, in terms of the measures here, to textbooks commonly 
used in junior high schools.  
 Increased Exposure To Reading In The Experimental Group:  The control group receives less reading per 
week than the experimental group, which could mean that any gains in general reading ability might not be 
attributable to speeding reading itself, rather simply having more exposure to reading, whatever kind that 
may be. Therefore, the effects of this intervening variable were controlled by establishing (via GSL 2000, 
AWL, Flesch-Kincaid readability, and Flesch-Kincaid grade-level analyses) that Reading for Speed and 
Fluency,1 is comparable to the junior high school third year (Grade 9) reading texts, New Crown 3 and New 
Horizon 3. We can, therefore, claim that the speed reading texts will not likely provide, in principle, any 
significant and additional learning advantage for the experimental participants in terms of new vocabulary 
and grammar, rather, any positive increase in general reading proficiency will be attributable to the process of 
speed reading.  
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 Teaching Style: While we acknowledge that the effects of this intervening variable are difficult to control, by 
standardising the instructional procedures for speed reading activities we are able to claim some degree of 
control. Additionally, teachers were teaching to a common unified syllabus, using identical materials across 
the reading, writing and oral syllabus in the rest of the programme. Furthermore, teachers were considered to 
be quite collaborative, and at a similar level in teaching qualification, expertise, and experience. They also 
met regularly throughout the week to discuss and plan lessons together.  
 Motivation For And Attitude Towards Reading:  Students entering the English course do not do so for the 
purpose of focusing specifically on reading and study all four macro-skills as part of their required course. 
They can therefore be considered to have normal levels of motivation. 
 Gender:  The effects of this organismic variable have been negated by the natural balance of male and female 
students in each homeroom. 
 Discussion Between Control And Experimental Group Students Regarding The Different Experiences Of 
Reading In Their Classes:  The effects of this intervening variable were reduced by ensuring that when 
homerooms were divided between teachers, the homerooms did not consist of control and experimental 
groups. 
 
Definition Of Terms 
 
General reading comprehension, as measured in the 45-minute pre- and post-course test of general reading 
comprehension, is operationally defined as responding correctly to at least 80% of the four option 24 multiple-
choice items (or 19 out of 24 items) based on three kinds of texts: fiction (pedagogic); academic (adjusted 
authentic); and academic (pedagogic). Pre- and post-course general reading comprehension test items assessed 
reading ability in the following areas: 
 
 Main ideas at the paragraph and passage level 
 Details at both the „local‟ level and more „globally‟ across the text (Bensoussan, Goldenblatt, & Kreindler, 
1984), requiring recognition of exact-word matching and synonymy in the questions and answer in the text 
 Inference at local and global level of the text 
 Prediction 
 Understanding vocabulary from context 
 Understanding metaphoric use of language 
 Cohesion (i.e., anaphoric reference, cause and effect, and best-fit sentence and clause) 
 Recognising genre 
  
Speed Reading is operationally defined as follows: 
 
 Reading as quickly as possible while maintaining a high level of comprehension. Once students had read 
the passage carefully and recorded their reading speed, they were not permitted to refer back to the text 
while answering the comprehension questions. 
 Comprehension refers to the understanding of main ideas and details, which is measured by five multiple-
choice response questions (containing 3 options), which focus broadly on main ideas, details, and 
occasionally the understanding of vocabulary from context.  
 A high level refers to responding correctly to at least four out of the five questions (80%). 
 
Procedures 
 
The research was conducted between April and July, breaking for the six-week summer recess, and 
continuing from September to December. At the beginning of the course, entry data was collected from three 
sources: on day one, a GSL 1000 vocabulary test and a test of general reading comprehension; and after three 
classes, the times and comprehension scores for the first three speed readings from student textbooks.  
 
During the course, both control and experimental groups received two fifty-minute English reading classes 
weekly. During this time the experimental group completed one speed reading in each class, which was conducted in 
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the first ten minutes. For the control group, in place of speed reading, participants received twice-weekly activities 
that practiced high-frequency vocabulary, the duration of which was the same as the time spent on speed reading in 
the experimental group. All subsequent study was the same for both experimental and control groups. 
 
Weekly meetings were held to maintain project cohesion, plan lessons, and address questions teachers had 
regarding their lessons. This also enabled the lead researcher to monitor the study closely. 
 
At the end of the course, exit data was collected from the three sources detailed above. Regarding the 
general reading comprehension tests, due to the nine-month gap occurring between the administration of the pre-test 
and the post-test, the same tests were used for both administrations. The main advantage of using just one test was 
that creating two different tests that were comparable in terms of item-difficulty, vocabulary level, and other textual 
features—and, importantly, establishing this through statistical consistency checks—would not be required. 
 
Data Analysis 
 
SPSS software (Version 18) was used to input and analyze data. The data set was examined and 
participants missing data and other outliers were removed from the final analysis. As the final sample sizes for both 
the experimental and control group were more than 30 (experimental, n=51 and control, n=54) normality was 
assumed (Pallant, 2007).  
 
Establishing The Reliability Of The General Reading Comprehension Pre- And Post-Test 
 
A pilot version of the general reading comprehension test was administered to a highly comparable sample 
of Grade 5 students (N=100) in the academic year prior to the current study. The data from the pilot administration 
was used to determine the degree to which the test separated high and low scoring students. Using the Kuder-
Richardson 20 formula, a high reliability coefficient of 0.99 was observed. Additionally, an item analysis of 
individual distracters was conducted in order to assess their performance. While one minor adjustment was made, no 
other significant concerns were identified. In summary, the checks indicated that the test was able to differentiate 
clearly between different levels of students and the items were operating effectively. The test was, therefore, 
considered to be a reliable measure of reading ability. 
 
In addition to the measures described above, the test was created to ensure that it was at a comparable level 
to the passages contained in Reading for Speed and Fluency 1. The following levels were established: high-
frequency vocabulary, GSL 1000, 86%; GSL 2000, 7%; and AWL 1%; Flesch Reading Ease, 77%; and Flesch-
Kincaid grade-level six. Additionally, thematic content, test length (approximately 950 words) and other textual 
features (e.g., idiomatic use of language and grammatical complexity) were considered. 
 
Analysis Of The General Reading Comprehension, Reading Speed And Accuracy, And Vocabulary 
 
Paired-samples t-tests were performed to establish whether any post-test gain scores made by the 
experimental and control groups were significant. Further, independent-samples, t-tests were performed to compare 
the pre- and post-test gain scores of the experimental and control groups in order to establish whether any 
differences between the two groups were statistically significant. Where the F value indicated the gain difference in 
means was statistically significant, effect size was calculated via the Eta squared formula to determine the degree of 
importance. The magnitude was interpreted as small effect =.01, moderate effect =.06, and large effect =.14 (Cohen, 
1988). Alpha levels were set at p< .05. In addition, Levene‟s test was also performed to confirm homogeneity of 
variance prior to interpreting the independent-sample t-tests.  
 
Regarding the data collection and pre-analysis of the reading speed and accuracy of comprehension, the 
times and comprehension scores for the first and last three speed readings were taken from student textbooks, and 
the mean gain score was calculated (Chung & Nation, 2006).  
 
 
 
Journal of International Education Research – First Quarter 2012 Volume 8, Number 1 
34 © 2012 The Clute Institute 
Analysis Of The General Reading Comprehension, Reading Speed And Accuracy, And Vocabulary 
 
For Research Question 4, Pearson product-moment correlation analyses were conducted to explore whether 
students who scored highly on the general reading comprehension post-test were also fast readers. The strength of 
the relationship between these variables was interpreted as: small, r=.10 to .29; moderate, r=.30 to .49; and large, 
r=.50 to 1.0 (Cohen, 1988).   
 
FINDINGS 
 
Research Question 1 
 
Research Question 1 sought to investigate whether students who received speed reading instruction could 
improve their general reading comprehension more than students who do not receive such instruction. Firstly, 
paired-samples t-tests were performed to establish whether any post-test gain scores made by the experimental and 
control groups were significant. The findings are presented in Tables 2 and 3. 
 
 
Table 2:  Paired-samples t-test of Raw Score* Performance  
of the Experimental Group on General Comprehension Pre- and Post-course Tests 
 M SD df t Effect Size a 
Pre-test 12.37 3.99 50 -3.43** .19 
Post-test 14.27 4.00 50   
* Maximum possible score = 30 
** p < .001. 
a Eta squared. 
 
 
The results presented in Table 2 indicate there was a statistically significant increase in post-test means (M 
= 1.9, SD = 3.96) t (50) = -3.43, p < .001 (two-tailed). The mean increase in raw scores was 1.9 with a 95% 
confidence interval ranging from -3.02 to -0.79. The magnitude of the difference was large (eta squared = .19), 
indicating that the results are significant and meaningful. 
 
 
Table 3:  Paired-samples t-Test of Raw Score* Performance  
of the Control Group on General Comprehension Pre- and Post-Course Tests 
 M SD df t Effect Size a 
Pre-test 11.48 3.85 53 -5.32** .35 
Post-test 14.31 4.07 53   
* Maximum possible score = 30 
** p < .0005. 
a Eta squared. 
 
 
The results presented in Table 3 indicate there was a statistically significant increase in post-test means (M 
= 2.8, SD = 3.91) t (53) = -5.32, p < .0005 (two-tailed). The mean increase in raw scores was 2.8 with a 95% 
confidence interval ranging from -3.09 to -1.77. The magnitude of the difference was particularly large (eta squared 
= .35), indicating that the results are significant and meaningful. 
 
Second, independent-samples, t-tests were performed to compare post-test gain scores of the experimental 
and control groups in order to establish whether any differences between the two groups were statistically 
significant. Levene‟s test confirmed that equal variance could be assumed (.98), and the output data was interpreted 
accordingly. The findings are presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4:  Independent-samples t-test of the Raw Score*  
Difference between the Control and Experimental Groups on General Comprehension Post-course Tests 
Group M SD N Sig. (2-tailed) 
Experimental 14.27 4.01 51 .959 
Control 14.31 4.07 54  
* Maximum possible score = 30 
 
 
The results presented in Table 4 indicate that in terms of improvements in general reading ability, there was 
no statistically significant difference between the post-test means of the experimental group (M = 14.27, SD = 4.01) 
and control group M = 14.31, SD = 4.07; t (103) = -.051, p= .959 (two-tailed). 
 
 
Research Question 2 
 
Both the experimental group (M = 1.29, SD = 2.52) and control group (M = 1.35, SD = 2.49) improved 
their knowledge of GSL 1000 vocabulary as measured by the pre- and post-tests. However, the second research 
question was concerned with whether students who receive speed reading instruction controlled for high-frequency 
vocabulary could improve their knowledge of high-frequency vocabulary more than students who receive only 
explicit vocabulary instruction. Independent-samples, t-tests were performed to compare post-test gain scores of the 
experimental and control groups in order to establish whether any differences between the two groups were 
statistically significant. Once again, Levene‟s test confirmed that equal variance could be assumed (.74), and the 
output data was interpreted accordingly. The findings are presented in Table 5. 
 
 
Table 5:  Independent-samples t-test of the Raw Score* 
Difference between the Control and Experimental Groups on GSL Vocabulary Post-course Tests 
Group M SD N Sig. (2-tailed) 
Experimental 25.78 2.96 51 .737 
Control 25.61 2.24 54  
Note. GSL = General Service List 1000 
* Maximum possible score = 30 
 
 
The results presented in Table 5 indicate that in terms of improvements in high-frequency GSL 1000 
vocabulary there was no statistically significant difference between the post-test means of the experimental group 
(M = 25.78, SD = 2.96) and control group M = 25.61, SD = 2.24; t (103) = -.337, p= .737 (two-tailed). 
 
Research Question 3 
 
The third research question explored whether student who receive speed reading instruction can improve 
their reading rate while maintaining accuracy in comprehension. A paired-sample t-test was performed to establish 
whether any post-test gain scores were statistically significant. The results presented in Table 6 indicate there was a 
statistically significant increase in post-test means (M = 47 [0:47], SD = 41.99 [0:42]) t (50) = 8.01, p < .0005 (two-
tailed). The mean increase in speed was 47 seconds with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 35.23 to 58.89. 
The magnitude of the difference was particularly large (eta squared = .56), indicating that the results are significant 
and meaningful. 
 
Descriptive statistics indicated that students comprehension remained constant between the start of the 
course and the end of the course (M = 3.2, SD = .84).  
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Table 6:  Paired-samples t-test of the Experimental Group’s Performance on Reading Speed*  
in the First and Last Three Speed Readings 
Reading M SD df t Effect Size a 
First three readings 173 (2:53) 37.41 50 8.01** .56 
Last three readings 125 (2:05) 38.55 50   
* Speed is recorded in seconds; the numbers in brackets represents minutes and seconds 
** p < .0005. 
a Eta squared. 
 
 
Research Question 4 
 
Research question 4 sought to examine whether there is a correlation between general reading ability and 
reading speed. To answer this, Pearson product-moment correlation analyses were conducted. The findings are 
presented in Table 7. 
 
 
 
 
The results in Table 7 indicate that while general reading comprehension and reading speed were correlated 
(the negative sign indicating that high scores on general reading comprehension are associated with high reading 
speeds), the relationship was a small, r=.19, n = 51. In other words, students scoring highly on the general reading 
comprehension test were not always able to demonstrate faster reading. 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
The first and second research questions sought to explore whether students taking a course of speed reading 
that was controlled for high-frequency vocabulary would make greater improvements in general reading 
comprehension and vocabulary acquisition in comparison to students who received only de-contextualised practice 
in high-frequency vocabulary. The findings clearly indicated that both experimental and control groups‟ improved 
on the general reading comprehension and the GSL 1000 post-tests, although there was no discernable difference 
between the two groups. In other words, improvements in reading comprehension could have resulted from the 
speed reading treatment given to the experimental group and the explicit vocabulary practice provided to the control 
group.  
 
What is perhaps important to note here, is that common to both these treatments is the focus on high-
frequency vocabulary. Considering the findings related to Research Questions 3 and 4, although students receiving 
speed reading practice were able to make significant gains in terms of their reading speed (an increase of 47 
seconds), the degree of accuracy in answering the comprehension questions following each reading did not improve 
over the course of study, remaining consistently (3 out of 5 questions correct) below what was operationally defined 
as an indication of accurate reading (4 out of 5 correct). Regarding Research Question 4, although the current study 
confirmed that higher comprehension was associated with higher reading speeds, there was only a small relationship 
between the two variables. Both of these findings add weight to those of Utsu‟s (2005) longitudinal study of 
Table 7:  Pearson Product-moment Correlation of General Reading Comprehension and Reading Speed* Performance 
 
General Reading 
Comprehension 
Reading  
Speed 
General Reading 
Comprehension  
Pearson Correlation 1 -.192 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .178 
N 51 51 
Reading Speed Pearson Correlation -.192 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .178  
N 51 51 
* Speed was input in seconds 
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university-level students, cited in the introduction to this paper, who found that though reading speeds increased 
significantly, there were negligible increases in comprehension scores. However, the findings of the current study do 
not provide any further support for Grabe (2009) and Alderson‟s (2003) observation, (cited in the Background 
section) that both knowledge of vocabulary and word recognition are critical in reading comprehension 
development. While the research in that area is clear, in terms of the participants in the current study, it might well 
be the case that at this level of language proficiency, instruction which focuses on building greater linguistic ability 
(e.g., lexico-grammatical competence) could be of more benefit to students. If this were empirically established 
through further research, it would have important implications for curriculum and policy planning for Grade 10 
Japanese senior high school students. Of course, we must also consider alternative means of assessing 
comprehension accuracy to those adopted in Chung and Nation‟s 2006 study (i.e., calculating the average of the first 
and last three reading scores). For instance, a further analysis of students‟ performance in the first, second, and third 
ranges (i.e., readings 1-10, 11-20, and 21-30) of their textbook reading comprehension scores might indeed reveal 
different results.  
 
A further explanation as to why post-speed reading comprehension scores showed no improvement might 
be related to the amount of time spent on this activity, which could have simply been insufficient in developing the 
fluency in word-recognition skills required to complete the post-test in general reading comprehension within the 
45-minute time limit. Once again, further empirical studies are necessary to clarify the frequency and intensity of 
timed reading required for such a threshold. Nonetheless, if this were so, the problem arises as to how to provide 
more curriculum time for such activities. Recalling the research referred to in the introduction to this paper (e.g., 
Cook, 2009; Gorsuch, 2001; O‟Donnell, 2005), Japanese teachers have frequently cited lack of time and space in the 
curriculum as impediments working against their adoption of policy-oriented practices, such as speed reading. In the 
absence of any positive change in curriculum conditions, teachers would need to devise creative ways of integrating 
such instruction with current materials and content (see, for example, Underwood & Hattori, 2010, on ways to 
integrate speed reading with MEXT-approved textbooks). Alternatively, teachers could find ways to encourage and 
develop student autonomy in this and other activities, such as extensive reading, which has also been shown to 
benefit the reading fluency of Japanese senior high school students (Tanaka & Stapleton, 2007).       
 
Overall, the findings of this current study add weight to the existing research and perhaps go beyond those 
conducted in the Japanese context to date. Firstly, to the best of our knowledge there have not been any studies 
which have isolated the speed reading variable by adopting experimental and control groups comprising a 
generalisable sample. Secondly, we were also unable to find any empirical studies conducted in the Japanese senior 
high school context, which have explored the effects of speed reading on the three areas under focus in this study: 
general reading comprehension, vocabulary development, and reading rate and accuracy. A third and final area in 
which the current study contributes is related specifically to its findings. First of all, it is clear from the data that 
senior high school students can make significant gains in reading speed over their course of study. Second, the data 
further suggests that while reading speed increases significantly, comprehension levels do not improve. Future 
research should explore this phenomenon by perhaps incorporating the additional variable of linguistic development 
discussed above.  
 
In summary, we suggest that for the value of MEXT‟s COS 2009 fluency component to be acknowledged 
by teachers and implemented in their classrooms, not only more empirical justification for speed reading needs to be 
established, but also sufficient curriculum time and further consideration of the other context-related impediments 
working against adoption of such curricular recommendations.  
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